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 SLOW-COOKER SAFETY 
Slow cooking can provide a complete meal that is 
ready and waiting after a busy day, and without the 
expense of going out to eat. Using a slow cooker is 
not only economical, it is also convenient.
A slow cooker, often referred to as a crockpot, 
is a countertop electrical appliance that cooks foods 
slowly at a low temperature, generally between 170˚F 
and 280˚F. The direct heat, lengthy cooking time, and 
the steam created within the tightly covered container 
combine to destroy bacteria and make the slow cooker 
a safe process.
 
Clean cookware and hands
√ Begin with a clean cooker, utensils, and work 
area. 
√ Wash hands before preparation and after han-
dling raw meats and poultry.
√ Keep perishable foods refrigerated until 
preparation time.
√ Avoid cross-contamination. If preparing 
foods in advance, store uncooked meat in the 
refrigerator in separate containers from cut 
vegetables.
Thaw safely before slow cooking
Always thaw meat or poultry before putting it into 
a slow cooker. 
Thaw foods properly (e.g., in the refrigerator, 
microwave or cold water). If thawing in microwave or 
cold water, cook immediately following. Do not thaw 
foods on the counter. 
If using a commercially frozen slow cooker meal, 
prepare according to the instructions printed on the 
food label.
Preparation and cooking
• Chili, soup, stew, and spaghetti sauce are good 
choices for slow cooking.
• Less expensive, leaner cuts of meat become 
tender and shrink less.
• Large cuts of meat and poultry can safely be 
prepared in a slow cooker if it is clearly stated 
in the manufacturer’s instructions accompa-
nying your model. If it is not clearly stated, 
cut up meat and poultry into smaller portions.
• Because vegetables cook slower than meat, 
put the vegetables in first.
• Fill the cooker no less than half full and no 
more than two-thirds full. 
• Add liquid. The water or stock used should 
almost cover ingredients to ensure effective 
heat transfer.
• Dried beans, especially kidney, contain a natu-
ral toxin, which is destroyed by boiling. After 
soaking the beans for 12 hours, rinse and then 
boil for at least 10 minutes before adding the 
beans to the slow cooker. Discard water.
• Keep the lid in place throughout the cooking 
process and if holding food to serve hot.
• Check the final cooking temperature of food 
with a thermometer. If cooking a stew con-
taining meat, check the internal temperature 
of the meat to ensure it has reached a safe 
minimum temperature (table 1).
To Save Time and Money...
Slow Cook a Safe and Delicious Meal
Brenda Stemwedel, Extension food safety graduate assistant
Ellyn Eddy, Extension family and consumer science educator
2Table 1. Safe minimum temperatures
145˚F
Beef steaks and roasts
Veal steaks and roasts
Lamb steaks and roasts
Fish
160˚F
Ground beef
Ground veal
Ground lamb
Pork
Egg dishes
165˚F
Turkey
Chicken
Duck
Wild game
Source: www.IsItDoneYet.gov
Settings
Most cookers have two or more settings. Foods 
take different times to cook, depending upon the set-
ting used:
• If possible, turn the cooker on the highest 
setting for the first hour of cooking time and 
then to low or the setting called for in your 
recipe.
• It is safe to cook foods on low the entire time.
• Keep the lid in place, removing only to stir or 
check for doneness.
• A slow cooker takes less electricity to use than 
an oven.
Power out?
If not at home during the entire slow-cooking pro-
cess and the electricity goes out, throw away the food 
even if it looks done.
If at home, finish cooking the ingredients immedi-
ately by some other means: on a gas stove, on the out-
door grill or at a different location that has electricity.
If at home and the food is completely cooked be-
fore the power goes out, the food should be consumed 
within 2 hours from the time the power went off.
Leftovers
• Remove cooked food from the crock and 
place into shallow containers to cool more 
quickly. 
• Refrigerate within 2 hours after cooking is 
finished.
• Do not use slow cookers to reheat leftovers. 
Cooked food should be reheated on the stove, 
in a microwave, or in a conventional oven 
until the internal temperature reaches 165˚F. 
• After the food reaches 165˚F, it can be trans-
ferred into a preheated slow cooker to keep 
it hot for serving—a temperature of at least 
140˚F should be maintained.
Slow-cooker temperature test
Make sure the food inside your slow cooker 
reaches 140˚F (or higher) within 4 hours. A slow 
cooker needs to heat to a high enough temperature in 
a fast enough period of time to safely cook foods. Fol-
low the steps below as an indication the slow cooker 
is heating properly:
1. Fill the slow cooker one-half to two-thirds 
full of water.
2. Heat on LOW (200˚F) for 8 hours with the 
lid on.
3. Check the water temperature with an accu-
rate food thermometer. Do this quickly be-
cause the temperature drops 10–15 degrees 
when the lid is raised or removed.
4. The temperature of the water should be 
185˚F–200˚F. 
Temperatures below 185˚F indicate that the slow 
cooker does not heat food high enough or fast enough 
to avoid potential food safety problems. If the tem-
perature is below 185˚F after proper testing, the slow 
cooker is unsafe and should be replaced.
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